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rivalry, far more than any sense of the public interests, impelled them to
exert themselves, during their brief career, in reducing frontier tribes, in
quelling insurrections which their own injustice excited, and, -whenever they
could find an excuse for it, in annihilating the ancient liberties and privileges
still retained by the more favoured classes of the provincials. Surrounded
by an army of officials, all creatures of their own, all engaged in the same
work of carving fortunes for themselves and abetting their colleagues, the
proconsuls had little sense of .responsibility to the central government, and
glutted their cupidity without restraint. Of all the provinces the Cisalpine
and Macedonia, and latterly Asia, were the richest and most amply furnished
with military armaments, and on both these accounts they were generally
coveted by the consuls, and distributed between them by lot. The tithes,
tolls, and other imposts, from which the public revenue was drawn, were
farmed by Roman contractors, belonging generally to the order of knights,
who had few opportunities of rising to the highest political offices at home.
The connivance of their superiors in the province, backed by the corrupt
state of public feeling in Rome, shielded, to a great extent, the sordid arts
by which they were accustomed to defraud both the government and its
subjects.
The means of enrichment which the provinces afforded to the nobility
became the ultimate object of the deepest political intrigues. A man of
ruined fortune looked to the office of proconsul as the sole means of retriev-
ing his affairs. To obtain it, he allied himself with the chief or the party by
svhose influence he might hope to rise successively through the various steps
which led to the consulship. He first sued for the post of quaestor ; after
i due interval he might hope to be elected ledile, next prsetor, and ulti-
mately consul. His grand object was. then obtained; for upon the expira-
tion of his term of office he departed as governor to a consular province,
from the emoluments of which he calculated on repaying the expenses of
his numerous contests, on liquidating the debt of gratitude to his adherents,
and accumulating a vast fortune for his own gratification or the advancement
of his party.
The cupidity which animated individuals was in fact the mainspring of
the political factions of the time. The spoil of the provinces was the bait
with which the popular leaders had lured the Italians to their standards.
All the legal rights of citizenship had been conceded, but the old oligarchic
families, dignified by historic associations, and revelling in the wealth ac-
cumulated by centuries of conquest, still hoped to maintain their grasp of
the larger share of honours and emoluments, which they contrived to make
generally accessible only to the richest. They still looked with scorn them-
selves, and infused the same sentiment into their inferiors, on the u new
men," the men of talents and education, but of moderate origin and fortune,
who were striving on all sides to thrust themselves into public notice. The
judicia was the great instrument by which they protected their monopoly ;
for by^keeping this in their own hands, they could quash every attempt at
revealing, by legal process, the enormities of the provincial administration.
But as far as each party succeeded in retaining or extorting a share in the
plunder, the same system was carried on by both. It would be unfair to
point to either as exceeding the other in rapacity and tyranny. The distress
and alienation of the provinces became the pressing evil and danger of the
times.. Adventurers sprang up in every quarter, and found a floating mass
of discontent around them, from which they were certain of deriving direct
assistance, or meeting at least with sullen approbation.